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ABSTRACT

The thesis explores the treatment of gender and sexuality in William Shakespeare’s
comedy Twelfth Night, or What You Will. By examining Shakespeare’s exploration of gender
identity and sexual fluidity, this thesis investigates the nature of these elements in relation to the
overall theme of the text. While traditionally thought of as mutually exclusive elements,
sexuality and gender are juxtaposed throughout the text, causing characters to reflect on their
own identities.
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Much modern scholarship regarding Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night has emphasized the
apparently homoerotic nature of many of the relationships found in the play. In “Gender Trouble
in Twelfth Night”, for example, Casey Charles writes that “the homoerotics” found in the
relationships between Antonio and Sebastian and between Orsino and his page, Cesario,
“establish same-sex erotic attraction as a ‘major theme’” (Charles 122). The following essay,
however, will argue that more critical attention deserves to be paid to the way Twelfth Night
complicates even one’s ability to categorize relationships in the play with any degree of certainty
according to such a binary scale of their being heteronormative, on the one hand, or homoerotic
or “same-sex erotic”, on the other, through the play’s ultimate depiction of the fluidity of both
gender and sexual identity. In the process, I will argue, Twelfth Night pries apart the idea that
gender identity and sexual identity are necessarily one and the same. Indeed, the play goes even
further to suggest that not only are gender identity and sexual identity hardly synonymous, but
that one form of gender identity cannot always be assumed to be paired with a given sexual
identity, or vice versa.
The link between gender and sexuality is tenuous at best in Twelfth Night as Shakespeare
explores the impact of detaching these two elements and treating them as separate, but equal
parts of a character’s identity. Charles again writes that Twelfth Night exposes “the socially
constructed basis of a sexuality that is determined by gender identity” (Charles 122). Yet it could
be argued rather that the play throws into relief the way that sexuality is never fully determined
by gender identity, nor the other way around, even to the extent that a character’s gender identity
or sexual identity can itself be determined or defined in the first place. Though much scholarship
on Twelfth Night has often treated gender identity and sexual identity as interpenetrating
categories or even virtually identical, Shakespeare’s play demonstrates that sexuality and gender
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are not irrevocably tied together. In the end, the play’s goal seems to be to destabilize binary
notions of sexuality and, in order to accomplish that, it also destabilizes strict binary notions of
gender. While seemingly conforming to many of the traditionally heteronormative elements of a
comedy, Shakespeare has produced a work that embraces instability in sexuality and embodies a
unique perspective of gender. In particular, as this essay will show, Twelfth Night uses the
malleability of its characters, perhaps especially in the case of Olivia and Viola, to explore
gender and sexuality as elements that are not necessarily one and the same, thereby disrupting
the characters’ identities and desires.
Laying claim to a particular gender identity is not mutually exclusive of embracing any
particular sexual identity, or vice versa. Instead, Shakespeare presents the two as separate entities
that impact the character’s development. Initially, Twelfth Night seems to be a play about the
conflicting perception of love between men and women, yet it reveals itself to be so much more.
Greenblatt has written that “Shakespearean comedy constantly appeals to the body and in
particular sexuality as the heart of its theatrical magic” (Greenblatt 86). Certainly, that is an
element highlighted by Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, with characters being very explicit about
their sexual desires. The tendency of the play to focus on the female body, in addition to
examination of female psychology, is at the heart of the play’s conflict. The sexualization of the
female form, however, creates further complications within the plot. The male gaze is often used
by women with men as the target, creating instability within traditional heterosexual
relationships. The idea of stable sexual identities is dismantled through Olivia, Orsino and
Viola’s love triangle, and further complicated by the play’s treatment of the other characters.
Moreover, the progressive nature of Oliva, Viola’s and Orsino’s complicated relationship is
sharply contrasted with the heteronormative ideals of the play’s other menfolk, Sir Toby, Sir
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Andrew and Malvolio, which further demonstrates the play’s resistance to traditional views of
erotic relationships. Greenblatt adds that “erotic chafing is the central means by which
characters…realize their identities and form loving unions” (Greenblatt 88). The chafing
Greenblatt refers to is the seduction attempted by many of the characters, Olivia and Orsino
especially. Through this mock foreplay, Olivia, Maria, and Viola more deeply explore
themselves and their motivations, some coming to a new realization about their own identities.
Through this chafing, the characters explore not only their unique sexuality, but also their own
ideas of gender. While Olivia and Orsino begin to deconstruct sexuality, Viola deconstructs the
concept of stable gender. Through Viola’s androgyny, and by extension her twin brother
Sebastian’s, the play destabilizes the concept of gender as a binary. Viola and Sebastian are both
a combination of masculine and feminine traits.
The plays exploration of sexuality and sexual attraction draws attention to its
interpretation of homosexual and homoerotic relationships. Frances E. Dolan has argued of
Twelfth Night that it “suggests how easy it was to imagine and represent same-sex attachments”
(Dolan 17). Dolan, however, cautions that “the words ‘heterosexuality’ and ‘homosexuality’
were coined in the nineteenth century”, such it might “arguably” be said that “these categories
did not exist as we understand them in Shakespeare’s time” (Dolan 16). On one level, Twelfth
Night presents certain relationships that can seem classifiable as heterosexual or homosexual,
whether the exact terminology existed in Shakespeare’s time or not. Yet, just as the crucially,
the play also presents relationships that are harder to define or label. In some respects, Twelfth
Night in this way chimes with, or perhaps even anticipates, the thinking of influential scholars
such as Eve Sedgwick who went on to mount powerful critiques of the infelicitously “unitary”
conceptions of sexuality identity and gender in the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.
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Sedgwick asks readers to “think of all the elements that are condensed in the notion of sexual
identity, something that the common sense of our time presents as a unitary category” (Sedgwick
541). Sedgwick adds that the list of terms used to describe sexual identity “is remarkable for the
silent presumptions it has to make about a given person’s sexuality, presumptions that are true
only to varying degrees, and for many people not true at all” (Sedgwick 542). And, as Sedgwick
herself articulates, the same applies to gender identity.
Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night likewise shows how the apparently “unitary” categories of
sexual identity and gender identity in fact contain a variety of different “elements”, permutations,
and potential combinations across them. The plot of the play progresses through the main
characters trying to achieve their sexual desires. Orsino wants Olivia, Olivia wants Cesario
(Viola), and Viola wants Orsino. Sir Andrew and Malvolio are also lusting after Olivia, and
Antonio clearly has feelings for Sebastian, who becomes immediately attracted to Olivia upon
first sight. These desires are complicated by the plays’ disruption not just of heteronormative
structures but homoerotic ones, as well. Men and women alike find themselves attracted to the
feminine features in others, both ostensibly male and female, ultimately calling into question the
idea of stable sexual preferences and gender identities writ large.
Olivia, as one key example, initially tries to uphold the standards of a prudent
Elizabethan noblewoman. The captain who helps Viola describes Oliva as “A virtuous maid, the
daughter of the count” (Shakespeare 1.2.33). This description not only establishes Oliva’s rank,
but also established her reputation in Illyria. While the captain does not give further details as to
how or why Olivia is considered virtuous, the implication is that she has not been involved in
any scandals that could tarnish her reputation. Therefore, it can be assumed that she has adhere to
the traditional expectations of a woman of her position in society. Greenblatt notes that “the play
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insists upon the perfect eligibility of Olivia: she is not only a great heiress but, in the wake of
deaths of her father and only brother, the sole ruler of her fortunes” (Greenblatt 68). She wards
off the lustful Duke Orsino, allegedly in an attempt to maintain her propriety and dignity. In fact,
she wishes never to marry and instead avoid men altogether. Upon meeting Cesario, however,
her plan falls to ruin, and she finds herself completely obsessed with the young, feminine
messenger. Where Olivia differentiates herself from Maria is in her willingness to accept her
own desires despite how atypical they may seem. Maria is more than happy conceding to the
men around her and hiding behind her feminine wiles. Meanwhile, Olivia actively works against
this female norm by explicitly and repeatedly telling her reluctant hero how she feels. She tells
Cesario what she wants and never stops pursuing him. This dominant, overbearing behavior is
also very typically male. This behavior also forms a paradox around Oliva and Viola’s pseudo
relationship. Olivia does not herself identify as male, yet she is attracted to a female. She thinks
that a female is a man, but it is the male’s female traits that she finds so alluring. Where, then,
does that leave her on the spectrum of sexuality? Olivia might identify as female, but that does
not mean she has a stable sexuality. Throughout the play, Olivia’s gender remains stable, but her
sexuality fluctuates. She finds herself attracted to both Sebastian and Cesario, who present as
male, but it is Cesario feminine qualities that first attracted her. It can then be assumed that, since
Olivia confuses Sebastian for Cesario, she is equally as attracted to the feminine qualities he may
present. Charles argues that the “lesbian attraction between Viola and Olivia…is in many ways
the most compelling and time-consuming in the play” (Charles 132-33). The confusion Olivia
faces regarding her own sense of self is what triggers her overzealous reaction to Cesario. This is
a difficult moment for Olivia: she believes she has found the love of her life, but he seems to be
rejecting her. Furthermore, she finds herself attracted not to any masculine qualities in Cesario,
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but to his feminine traits. Still, Cesario’s overall soft nature allows Olivia to express a side of
herself she had not previously explored. Because Cesario keeps rejecting her and running away,
Olivia finds herself becoming more dominating and aggressive in her pursuit of Viola-Cesario.
In the initial stages of her attempted courtship of Cesario, Olivia finds herself doing
anything she can to please the man. She begs and pleads with Cesario to love her. She is willing
to take just an ounce of affection from the page. When Viola-Cesario tells Oliva that he pities
her, Olivia says that pity is “a degree to love” (Shakespeare 3.1.121). She just wants Cesario to
admit that he has some type of positive feelings for her. As Viola-Cesario continues to evade
Olivia’s grasp, the lady becomes more aggressive in her approach. Her efforts to win over
Cesario illustrate her independence rather than her need for male companionship. Charles writes
that “Lovers like Olivia, Orsino, Malvolio, and Antonio construct fantasies that turn the objects
of their affection into something more than they are, thereby disrupting the boundaries of
compulsory heterosexuality” through the presentation “of these imaginary fantasies” (Charles
124). Both Orsino’s perception of Olivia and Olivia’s perception of Cesario are built on a fantasy
of heterosexual desire; furthermore, there are moments in the play where they both reject these
heterosexual opportunities because they are attracted to an androgynous figure. Still, it is
Olivia’s fantasy that causes great disruption throughout the play. Since, according to the Captain,
Olivia “hath abjured the company / And sight of men”, she clearly is not currently desiring a
relationship with Orsino, sexual or otherwise (Shakespeare 1.2.37-8). This rejection of a male
companion so early in the play indicates an inconsistency in the standard romantic relationship
found in Shakespeare’s comedies. Since comedies must end in happy marriages, how can Olivia
reject all men? The problem lies not with Orsino himself, but in Olivia’s ignorance of her own
sexual desires. “Like the beloved lady of sonnets,” Dolan remarks, “Cesario is an invention, the
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remote, fictional beloved” (Dolan 64). Olivia projects her own ideals onto Cesario. She makes it
clear that she does not have any desire for Orsino’s companionship, sexual or otherwise; in fact,
it is clearly illustrated in the first act that she wants no companionship of any sort, with the
Captain telling Viola that the Lady Olivia “will admit no kind of suit” (Shakespeare 1.2.43). Yet
she admits Cesario. Upon listening to Cesario’s suit on Orsino’s behalf, Olivia finds herself not
only accepting of the messenger’s company, but also actively finding ways to entrap Cesario.
Olivia trusts her because she seems like such a sensitive young man who utterly understands
what she is going through emotionally. Cesario understands her rejection of Orsino, while also
expressing the most powerful and intimate interpretation of Orsino’s message. In that moment,
Viola is both a comforting companion in grief and the subject of erotic desire.
Olivia’s dominance is an inversion of the traditional gender roles in a Shakespearean
play, as well as of traditional views of sexuality and gender binaries. She appears stable in her
gender identity but conflicted in her sexuality. Usually, the male protagonist is the one chasing
after the female lead. Indeed, in many of Shakespeare’s works, the so-called “male gaze”
features quite prominently, both a product and a token of the man’s focus on the woman’s
sexuality, as in Romeo’s seeing Rosaline’s and Juliet’s virginity as a waste of their beauty. In
Twelfth Night, Shakespeare inverts expectations by having the ardent male actually be a female.
Dolan believes that Olivia’s method of seduction is similar to a blazon, “a poem that breaks the
beloved’s attributes down into a list, praising her as a set of features, features often described in
terms of the objects (flowers, jewels) they resemble” (Dolan 61). Throughout the play, both
Olivia and Orsino admire various aspects of Cesario’s face and body. However, it is Olivia that
makes it perfectly clear she is doing so as a method of seduction. She is not simply noting what
physical traits of Cesario’s others might find attractive, as Orsino does upon sending Cesario to

Casey 14
Olivia; Olivia is overtly stating that these traits are what she finds attractive. The blazon in Act 1,
Scene 5, is a reversal of the traditional structure with a woman cataloging the attractive features
of an alleged male, thus inverting traditional gender roles. Olivia’s blazon illustrates quite clearly
the suddenness of her sexual desire for Cesario while emphasizing the feminine traits of the
messenger’s that have inspired such feelings. Dolan argues that “many critics describe the blazon
as a strategy by which the male lover/speaker asserts mastery over his beloved. Olivia explains
the need for such mastery when describes how the very attributes or perfections of Cesario, the
object of her desire, have invaded her” (Dolan 61). Olivia remarks on Cesario’s feminine
softness throughout the play, describing this trait quite sensually. In Twelfth Night, the suggested
romantic between Olivia and the disguised Viola is also presented as empowering. Olivia’s
feelings toward Cesario, who is a female, allow her to act like a man, dominating the
conversation, flirting shamelessly, and forcefully pursuing her goal.
In contrast to Olivia, Viola’s character is defined by her lack of a clearly defined
sexuality; instead, she learns to embrace her awkward androgyny. For most of the play, she
operates as a man, and therefore cannot use her femininity to her benefit because that femininity
is not supposed to exist. Yet she still wins over both Duke Orsino and Olivia, the two wealthiest
characters in the play. The woman who is homeless and allegedly poor at the start of the play
creates for herself two successful paths to stability and affluence. However, this is not attained
through her femininity, but through her lack of femininity. Robert Kimbrough argues that
“Because androgyny in its simplest form appears in Shakespeare when a character of one sex
experiences thoughts and emotions beyond those traditionally associated with the gender values
of that sex, transsexual disguise provides a kind of laboratory testing-ground where one can
isolate such moments of heightened, broadened awareness.” (Kimbrough 21). Viola’s use of a
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male disguise allows the play to explore what it means to be both a man and a woman. In fact,
Viola explores this question for herself throughout the play. While she tries valiantly to adhere to
her masculine persona, she has distinctly feminine traits that are hard to suppress. Orsino tells
Cesario that “Thy small pipe / Is as the maiden’s organ, shrill and sound, / And all is semblative
a woman’s part” (Shakespeare 1.4.32-34). He clearly recognizes the ambiguity of Viola’ being,
especially if he believes that the squire has a distinctly female physical appearance. The conflict
of Viola’s masculine yet feminine appearance embodies her androgynous spirit. Kimbrough cites
Cynthia Secor’s definition of androgyny as “the capacity of a single person of either sex to
embody the full range of human character traits, despite cultural attempts to render some
exclusively feminine and some exclusively masculine” (Secor qtd. in Kimbrough 19). When
describing Viola’s role in Twelfth Night, this would be a very apt description. She presents a full
range of both male and female characteristics, while the other characters try to define her as
belonging to one specific gender. What complicates Viola’s situation even more is the way other
characters attempt to restrict her to a masculine role, even though she also exhibits feminine
traits. They are then unknowingly encouraging her to embrace her gender fluidity yet
discouraging her seemingly homoerotic feelings towards Orsino.
This instability in gender helps Viola subvert heteronormative expectations. Viola’s
nonbinary facade leaves the other characters unsettled, yet captivated, by her presence. She is at
once both male and female yet is neither at the same time. Viola herself even says that she is
both man and woman. After realizing Olivia’s feelings for her, Viola says “As I am man, / My
state is desperate for my master’s love; / As I am woman, now alas the day, / What thriftless
sighs shall poor Olivia breathe?” (Shakespeare 2.3.36-39). Here Viola is beginning to understand
the complexity of her own identity and its impact on other characters. She loves Orsino but
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cannot express that love because she is presenting as male; society would likely not except a
public revelation of those feelings. Simultaneously, she sympathizes with Olivia as a woman
whose heart is breaking. In this moment, Viola is expressing feelings of a man and a woman, but
can act on neither. This ambiguous state allows Viola to explore her new identity. Dolan notes
that throughout the text, Viola’s nonbinary nature is frequently discussed by the other characters.
However, Viola’s gender is described in conflicting terms of masculinity and femininity.
Through the constant apposition of these features, Shakespeare illustrates the intricacy of Viola’s
gender identity. Dolan writes that Orsino and Malvolio “both see Cesario as both masculine and
feminine, both child and adult” (Dolan 15). The juxtaposition between youth and adult is further
evidence of Viola’s androgyny. Due to Viola’s allegedly petite stature and lack of definitive
male features, such as a beard or Adam’s apple, her age is questionable. While Orsino is trying to
convince Viola-Cesario to bring his message of love to Oliva, he argues she would be perfect for
the mission because of Viola’s feminine appearance. He notes that “Thy small pipe / Is as a
maiden’s organ, shrill and sound” (Shakespeare 1.4.32-33). Not only is Viola-Cesario’s voice
more akin to that of a woman’s, but Orsino also points out the Adam’s apple, or the “pipe”, is
small and unnoticeable, which is mistaken as a sign of Viola-Cesario’s youth. However, this only
serves to highlight how difficult it becomes for Orsino and the other characters to properly label
Viola. “Everyone who describes Cesario emphasizes his androgyny, that is, the way he combines
feminine and masculine qualities,” Dolan observes (Dolan 14). This sexual ambiguity allows
Viola to have emotionally raw and intimate conversations with the other characters, creating a
position of power. She can speak as a both a man and a woman, and as such, is able to benefit
from both gender expectations. Yet her disguise complicates this issue because of its inherently
genderless nature. Viola asks the Captain to “present me as a eunuch” to Orsino, a disguise that
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infers a complete lack of gender (Shakespeare 1.2.53). Not only does Viola’s gender become
fluid throughout the play, but her choice of concealment renders her effectively genderless in the
eyes of those who know Cesario as a eunuch. Elam adds that “Viola, in planning to take on a
new identity, refers to her disguise not as a form of crossdressing or a change of gender roles but
as an actual canceling of biological sexuality” (Elam 1). Viola’s choice to disguise herself as a
eunuch can certainly be read as a “canceling” of her gender identity or even her sexual identity,
because the term “eunuch” does imply a lack of sexual organs. However, it is not Viola’s
sexuality that is ever negated or “canceled”, even then. Throughout the play, Viola makes it quite
clear that she is sexually attracted to Orsino. It is her gender identity that is harder to label.
Viola’s convincing portrayal of a young gentleman infers a confidence and comfortability
in the role. Furthermore, apart from a brief glimpse in Act 1, we never see Viola acting the part
of woman. Even after Orsino asks Viola to let him “see thee in thy woman’s weeds”, we never
actually see her embrace her femininity (Shakespeare 5.1.269). This implies a preference for her
male alter ego, yet her seeming willingness to revert to womanhood for Orsino also implies that
she may be comfortable as both genders, or neither. Thus, Viola’s gender remains to a large
extent ambiguous or undefinable. Charles further explores Viola’s gender ambiguity, and the
resulting struggle to understand her sexuality, and its effects on the play. Charles explains that
the use of all-male companies in plays about gender reversal “reflects a social and cultural
fascination with the subject who symbolized the bodily cite of this gender ambiguity: the
hermaphrodite-strictly speaking, a person who possesses both male and female sexual organs,
but more broadly defined as an androgynous subject with both male and female characteristics”
(Charles 125). The term “hermaphrodite” has often been used in scholarship to discuss Viola’s
seemingly dual-gendered role. Allegedly, this concept is what enables her androgynous persona.
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However, since she disguises herself as a eunuch instead of a man, Viola apparently does not
have the male sexual organs required to be classified as a hermaphrodite. That she hides behind
the label of eunuch infers that she is missing or lacking a sex, not given an overabundance of it.
What complicates Viola’s sexuality even more is the emergence of nonbinary gender identity.
Kimbrough argues that “While gender is allied to sex through secondary characteristics, the
effective determinants of gender differentiation between female and male are social,
psychological, and cultural” (Kimbrough 19). Viola may have homosexual or homoerotic
feelings towards Olivia, but she is also quite clearly sexually attracted to Orsino. Because of her
feelings towards Orsino and Olivia’s aggressive flirtations, Viola’s heteronormative sexuality
conflicts with her gender identity. The juxtaposition of her overtly female desires, but her
outwardly male behavior place her in the center of the play’s conversation about identity and
expectations.
Where Olivia inverts expectations, Viola subverts them. As a result of the more
traditional structure of comedies, the audience expects the protagonist to create a happy ending
for herself or himself. Normally, this expectation applies to male leads. Viola, though, is not a
man, and yet she is a man at the same time. The dual nature of Viola’s character, being both
Viola and Cesario, allows her to benefit from the expectations of both genders while also
resisting them. She cannot be said in a straightforward sense to invert traditional gender
expectations because she represents both genders. Instead, she subverts such expectations by
advocating for both genders. With Olivia, she advocates for Orsino’s chauvinistic flirtations,
explaining that his foolishness stems from his heartfelt affections. With Orsino, she defends the
emotional depth of women, contradicting the common societal view of females. Charles notes
that critics argue that “the identity and gender trouble produced by Viola's disguise is largely
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undermined by her ultimately heterosexual aim; after all, the object of her desire is Orsino”
(Charles 135). Viola’s attraction for Orsino only undermines her sexuality if she is believed to be
homosexual. If we understand her to be androgynous or nonbinary, that does not imply that she
cannot be attracted to either or both sexes. Viola’s feelings toward Orsino than appear to be
consistent throughout the play and do not influence her gender identity. Furthermore, while
Olivia frequently demonstrates her attraction for Viola-Cesario, that sentiment is not
reciprocated. In fact, Viola-Cesario rejects Olivia’s advances in favor of maintaining her
unrequited affections for Orsino, seemingly demonstrating Viola’s heterosexual feelings. Yet this
does not negate her androgynous gender. Olivia trusts her because she seems like such a
sensitive young man who utterly understands what she is going through emotionally. Cesario
understands her rejection of Orsino, while also expressing the most powerful and intimate
interpretation of Orsino’s message. In that moment, Viola is both a comforting companion in
grief and an erotic symbol of desire. Meanwhile, Duke Orsino trusts her to carry his suit because
he is just a feminine man who does not pose a threat to Orsino’s masculinity; instead, she
encourages it. When Orsino asks Cesario to “unfold the passions of my love” to Oliva, Cesario
agrees to do her best, but in doleful aside says “Yet barful strife: / Who’er I woo, myself would
be his wife” (Shakespeare 1.4.24, 41-42). Here she reluctantly sets off to win over Olivia for
Orsino, because she knows that is what he thinks will make him happy. However, she is also
explicitly stating her longing to become his wife, which is a heterosexual desire that may seem to
contradict her androgynous gender identity. However, she does not act on this yearning because
it would require her to reveal her disguise. This moment perfectly embodies Viola’s internal
conflict. She does not explicitly desire female independence like Olivia, nor does she focus on
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winning herself a man like Maria. Instead, Viola finds herself in an even more unusual place
where she can define her own gender expectations.
While Olivia and Viola most clearly embody Shakespeare’s efforts to illustrate the
malleability of gender identity and sexual identity, the playwright also manipulates those
elements in more subtle ways throughout Twelfth Night. The dynamic between Antonio and
Sebastian, for example, further complicates the play’s presentation of sexuality. Antonio and
Sebastian’s pairing is a more subtle exploration of sexual flexibility than Olivia and Viola’s
relationships, but Shakespeare treats it just as respectfully. Furthermore, Sebastian’s eventual
relationship with Olivia further complicates the play’s agenda. While the play utilizes these
homoerotic relationships, they are not the sole focus of the play. Sebastian and Antonio’s
pseudo-relationship ends on a far more positive note than those of any of the heterosexual
characters. Neither of them is punished, nor do they fail at their goals. Sebastian’s goal is to find
employment or other means of living. It is fair to say that marrying Olivia is the serendipitous
answer to his search. Meanwhile, Antonio’s only goal seems to be helping Sebastian. When
Sebastian scolds Antonio for following him into Illyria, Antonio says “I could not stay behind
you. My desire, / More sharp than filed steel, did spur me forth…My Willing love, / the rather by
these arguments of fear / Set forth in your pursuit” (Shakespeare 3.3.4-12). Antonio use of the
word “desire” here, instead of words like duty or loyalty, implies a romantic relationship.
Furthermore, his repeated use of the word “love” when talking to or about Sebastian is as close
as he gets to admitting that he desires a romantic relationship with Sebastian. Charles argues that,
through Sebastian and Antonio’s relationship, “interrogates the exclusionary nature of the
constructed categories of sex and challenges the symbolic hegemony of heterosexuality by
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producing representations or ‘citations’ of same-sex love” (Charles 123). Sebastian and
Antonio’s relationship challenges the hegemony both through its subtlety and its normalization.
Sebastian sees nothing unsettling about Antonio’s frequent declarations of affection
despite not overtly reciprocating those feelings. Antonio begs Sebastian to let him accompany
the youth to Illyria, saying “If you will not murder me for my love, let me / be your servant”
(2.2.32-33). Antonio is once again clearly proclaiming is love, not just his respect, for Sebastian.
Sebastian is the one who owes Antonio a debt for saving his life, yet it is Antonio who wants to
commit his life to following Sebastian, even at the risk of losing his own life. Sebastian
acknowledges Antonio’s request and does not scold or despise him for it. Instead, he is
concerned for his companion’s welfare, and acts like Antonio’s declarations of love are nothing
unusual. Sebastian tells Antonio “If you will not undo what you have done…desire it not”
(Shakespeare 2.2.34-35). Sebastian acknowledges Antonio’s feelings and shows affection for the
man through his concern for Antonio’s life should he follow Sebastian to Illyria. While the play
seems to be normalizing homoerotic relationships through Sebastian’s casual acceptance of
Antonio’s unwavering loyalty and affection, the play contradicts itself by having Sebastian
almost immediately accept an impulsive marriage proposal from Olivia. The overall tone of
Antonio and Sebastian’s relationships is romantic, which would imply a homoerotic dynamic
between the two; however, Sebastian chooses a relationship with a woman over a relationship
with Antonio, asserting his desire for a heteronormative relationship. This, though, further brings
into question Sebastian’s gender identity, since Olivia is only attracted to him because she thinks
he is Cesario, implying that Sebastian embodies as much femininity as Viola. In fact, Sebastian
even alludes to his own feminine nature when he tells Antonio that he is “so near the manners of
my mother that upon the / least occasion more mine eyes will tell tales of me” (Shakespeare
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2.2.36-37). While Sebastian believes that crying is a “womanish” trait, he is still willing to admit
that it is trait he possesses. This relationships between Sebastian and Antonio as well as
Sebastian and Olivia highlight the flexibility of both sexuality and gender in this play. Sebastian
himself acts as the embodiment of gender fluidity since he is consistently mistaken for a man
who is in fact a woman. Furthermore, he finds himself in both a homoerotic and heterosexual
relationship, and seems equally comfortable with each. Sebastian’s presence also further
complicated the identity of other characters. Olivia marries a man, despite her sexual attraction to
Viola-Cesario, because Sebastian is equally as feminine. This raises a multitude of question
regarding Olivia’s sexual preferences that the play leaves open for interpretation. We do not see
Olivia and Sebastian interacting for more than a few minutes, so it is difficult to gage what
Olivia feels for him beyond her initial attraction to his Cesario-like appearance. Meanwhile,
Sebastian is very easily dominated by Olivia, taking on a more submissive role after being
accosted by Olivia and her sudden marriage proposal. This seemingly serendipitous relationship
between Olivia and Sebastian is one of the more subtle ways Shakespeare destabilizes the idea of
masculinity.
It is Orsino though who makes clear Shakespeare’s desire to destabilize male sexuality.
The play opens with Orsino’s mournful monologue, detailing his heartbreak from Olivia’s
rejection. The plays opening lines, “If music be the food of love, play on, / Give me excess of it”
sets the tone for Orsino’s character (Shakespeare 1.1.1-2). Here Orsino is playing a seemingly
Romeo-esque figure, pining for a woman that has rejected him, yet he has done nothing to actual
win over Olivia because he does not really want her. He is courting her, or attempting to, because
it is something he should do as a nobleman. Orsino’s opening monologue makes it clear that he
is certainly pining for love, but not necessarily Olivia’s love. Instead, he finds himself seeking
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romantic advice and affection from Cesario and growing closer to his androgynous servant.
Cristina Malcolmson notes that “When Viola woos Olivia for Orsino, but wins her heart for
herself, the wonder of it lies not only in that a woman has been mistaken for a man, but that a
woman has been mistaken for a gentleman” (Malcolmson 32). While Malcolmson’s argument is
more about class than gender, it still raises an interesting point about how the characters view
Viola. This instance of mistaken gender infers that Viola’s portrayal of a man is not only
believable, but so accurate that they even assume that Cesario, despite appearing one day out of
nowhere, is of a noble status. It also puts Viola on a platform equal to not only Olivia, but also
Orsino. Orsino makes these same assumptions as Olivia about Cesario yet is also very aware of
the page’s femininity. He has more contact with Viola-Cesario than he ever does with Olivia. In
fact, Olivia and Orsino do not have a scene together until the play’s finale in Act 5. Instead,
Orsino spends most of his scenes discussing the nuances of love and passion with his seemingly
male page. Dolan notes that “Careful attention to descriptions of Cesario and Sebastian uncovers
the gender ambiguity and fluid erotic attractions in Twelfth Night. Either Olivia is attracted to a
womanish man or Orsino to a mannish woman. Or both.” (Dolan 16). Viola’s androgyny
complicates Orsino’s sexuality. While Orsino may believe he is attracted to a masculine woman
at the end of play, it does not change the fact that, for most of Twelfth Night, he is attracted to
what he thinks is a womanish man. However, to Orsino, Viola-Cesario is just Cesario, a young
man acting in Orsino’s service. Therefore, like Viola, Orsino cannot act on this attraction. In fact,
he still insists on pursuing a distinctly heteronormative relationship with Olivia despite his
attraction to Viola-Cesario, or perhaps because of it.
Orsino believes himself to be a man who is attracted to women, yet his most intimate
scenes are with Cesario, who the Duke believes is a young, feminine man. In his article
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“Androgyny Seen Through Shakespeare’s Disguise,” Kimbrough highlights Orsino’s unique
relationship with his androgynous squire. Kimbrough notes that “Within Viola's first three days
of service, Orsino shows more of his essential self (though young and in flux) to Cesario than he
has so far been able to show to his neighbor, the distant Olivia, or would ever reveal to Viola as a
stranger of the opposite sex” (Kimbrough 29). Essentially, Orsino has formed a more intimate
relationship with this young servant than he has with the woman he claims to love. Orsino even
says to Cesario that “I have unclasped / To thee the book even of my secret soul” (Shakespeare
1.4.13-14). This is an incredibly intimate statement. The implication here is that Orsino then
develops homoerotic feelings towards Cesario because of the close friendship they develop. The
intimacy formed between Cesario and Orsino brings the Duke’s sexuality into question since it
would initially seem that he is attracted to a young man. Kimbrough claims that the Cesario’s
seemingly male company is more comfortable to Orsino than that of any female company he
could keep. Kimbrough adds that “men can be relaxedly, if only superficially, confessional with
others of the same sex- the sort of ‘just between us’ collusion that men easily fall into”
(Kimbrough 29). This same-sex relationship is portrayed as a quasi-homosexual relationship.
Orsino’s assumption that he is in the company of another heterosexual male allows him to have
more intimate conversations with Viola-Cesario. However, Orsino also repetitively lists
Cesario’s feminine feature in explicit details, meaning that he prioritizes those above Cesario’s
masculine qualities. When asking Cesario to woo Olivia on his behalf, Orsino notes that
“Diana’s lips / Is not more smooth and rubious” than Viola’s lips (Shakespeare 1.4.31-32). This
description of Viola’s lips not only highlights Orsino’s awareness of her feminine physique, it
also has an overtly sexual overtone. Again, this would initial encourage a homoerotic reading of
their relationship, but Orsino is clearly attracted to femininity of Viola’s body which, in
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conjunction with his initial attraction to Olivia, would imply that his desires may be
heteronormative rather than homoerotic. While he clearly has feelings for Viola-Cesario,
Orsino’s insistence on pursuing a more traditional relationship with Olivia makes his sexual
identity more complicated.
The other male characters of Twelfth Night find themselves in less than pleasant
situations throughout the play. While they may seem like an exception to Shakespeare’s
presentation of gender and sexuality as malleable and fluid, their exclusion further complicates
the issue. Shakespeare presents them as representative of traditional sexual norms, but then
seemingly seeks to punish them for this adherence. All of them, except Sebastian and Toby, are
scorned by their initial love interest. Interestingly, for at least three of them, that first lustful
obsession is Olivia, who clearly has little interest in men. As a result of this unbalanced dynamic,
the men find themselves failing quite spectacularly at achieving their dreams of happy and
economically beneficial relationships. According to Mihoko Suzuki, “In allowing women’s
fantasies to be fulfilled and having men acquiesce to the roles usually reserved for women as
objects of desire, Twelfth Night acknowledges the subjecthood of women (a lesson that Orsino
leans from Viola), an acknowledgement that constitutes a constraining reality for the male
characters” (Suzuki 141). This reversal of gender norms has a significant impact on the play. In
fact, it is the driving force behind the play’s treatment of gender. This is, indeed, among the first
steps the play takes towards destabilizing the concepts of gender and sexuality. Suzuki adds that
plays typically placed “blame on the women, making them scapegoats for aspiring males”, where
Shakespeare’s comedies reverse this to “scapegoat upstart males in place of transgressive
females” (Suzuki 129, 125). At the end of the play, few of the male characters have
accomplished anything. In fact, they all fail at their initial goal. Orsino, Andrew, and Malvolio
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spend the entirety of the play chasing after Olivia without anything to show for it. Still, their
perspective is traditionally male, observing the physical form and waxing poetic about feminine
features and romantic desires. However, the purpose of their male gaze is meant to emphasize
the irony of their sexual desires. Their sexual desires are unfulfilled because their gaze is
deceiving. Suzuki writes that “The women in Twelfth Night, Olivia, Maria, and Viola, attained
their desires, though the men are either frustrated – in the cases of Malvolio and Orsino (courting
Olivia) – or acquiesce to the role of object of female desire – in the case of Sebastian, Toby, and
Orsino (marrying Viola)” (Suzuki 138). Their frustration is not only amusing, but ironic. The
play’s inversion of sexual objectification further emphasizes the work’s focus on destabilizing
heteronormative behavior. The women, Olivia in particular, have taken on a more dominant,
masculine role by chasing the object of their affection and actively pursuing those figures. In
contrast, the menfolk of Twelfth Night fail because of their inaction; they actively do nothing to
obtain their desires, instead sending or tricking others into completing the action for them. In
Twelfth Night, the men take a more submissive role while the women, Olivia especially, act as
the aggressor. This initial shift in gender dominance creates an unpredictability that moves the
play’s plot along. It also allows the play to explore the ideas of shifting gender roles and the
impact that has on sexuality.
Malvolio, Sir Toby, and Sir Andrew are presented as heterosexual males because of their
focus on their relationships with Olivia and Maria, respectively. There can seem no denying that,
as the play makes noticeably clear Andrew and Malvolio’s desire for Olivia and Toby’s
appreciation for Maria. These characters, however, act as a counterpart for the less
heteronormative relationships in the play, and thus have a role of their own to play in the work’s
troubling of binary assumptions about gender and sexual identity. As Suzuki again writes, “the
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crossing of classes defuses what appears to be a more pressing anxiety about homosexuality,
which is offered as a less problematic solution to painful and difficult heterosexual pairings that
are shown to involve a sizeable psychic cost” (Suzuki 139). These characters are seeking
relationships that fulfill them not emotionally, but economically. Initially, it seems that this
desire for economic improvement is the cause of Sir Toby, Sir Andrew, and Malvolio’s failures.
However, these are also the only characters that are presented as heterosexual individuals that
also identify as male. Charles notes that the “homoerotic and cross-dressing disruptions…
demonstrate how the phenomenon of love itself operates as a mechanism that destabilizes gender
binarism and its concomitant hierarchies” (Charles 124). The homoerotic relationships between
various characters, in conjunction with Viola’s cross-dressing, are the main methods through
which Shakespeare explores the fluidity of identity. As Charles points out, these are
demonstrative methods that serve to highlight Shakespeare’s investigation into the perceptions of
gender and sexuality. This “mechanism” Charles refers to not only destabilizes the traditional
gender binaries, but it also challenges the traditional hierarchies created by those binaries, often
benefitting characters willing to explore the indefiniteness of their own identities. In contrast,
those in the play who are limited in their understanding of gender fluidity or sexual malleability
find themselves limited in their success. Through the combination of their heteronormative
desires and their socioeconomic goals, Andrew, Toby and Malvolio are treated as oddities in the
play. Their heterosexuality and staunch traditionalism become problematic when juxtaposed with
more progressive characters. Suzuki adds that “through the repudiation of homosexuality as a
utopian but regressive solution, Twelfth Night considers the otherness of gender differences to be
less surmountable than inequalities in class” (Suzuki 139). Suzuki’s argument that gender, and
by extension sexual, instability is less problematic in the play than economic instability
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illustrates the play’s progressive view of sexual binaries and gender identity. Furthermore, it
highlights Shakespeare’s willingness to explore a difficult and occasionally uncomfortable
subject matter. His focus on the sexuality of his characters allows for an impactful representation
of women who are homosexual or nonbinary and are also independent and confident.
Meanwhile, the men are allowed to be vulnerable and emotional as they explore their own
sexuality. It is the characters who fight against these representations that become problematic.
The female character in the play that appears to represent heteronormative values also
finds herself struggling in the play’s unpredictable world. Maria, the seeming embodiment of the
traditional woman, is representative of heteronormative sexuality and gender identity. Therefore,
she should be the most successful character as she is adhering to the societal and cultural
expectations for women of the time. However, like her male comrades, Maria is seemingly
punished by the play for her normative behavior. Her uncomplicated identity serves as a
complication, especially when juxtaposed with Viola and Oliva’s fluidity. Maria is described as
pious and loyal to her mistress. She embraces her femininity and is attracted to a man of
supposed good standing. She also falls victim to the stereotypical whims of womanhood:
engaging in dramatic plots and manipulating men. However, she and her partner, Sir Toby, are
the characters with the least satisfying ending. This is often blamed on the pair’s desire to
manipulate their social status. In her article “‘What You Will’: Social Mobility and Gender in
Twelfth Night”, Malcolmson discusses the presentation of gender in terms of economic and
social mobility. Malcolmson writes that “Twelfth Night dramatizes the issue of social mobility
through women who, though servants, are as capable as their male masters, and who rise out of
their role as servants to become their master’s mistresses” (Malcolmson 31). The problem,
though, lies not in the economic concerns about her relationship with Sir Toby. The problem is in
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Maria’s adherence to the sexual norms of the time Maria’s only deviation from feminine norms
is to embrace her intelligence and use it not just to her but also to Sir Toby’s advantage. Her plan
to humiliate Malvolio is quite brilliant: she means to turn his own arrogance against him and
prove that she, a lowly servant, is superior to him. Maria tells Toby and Andrew that Malvolio
thinks “that all who look upon him love him, and on that vice in him will my revenge find
notable cause to work” (Shakespeare 2.3. 146-48). This moment is especially poignant for her
because she is not acting on behalf of anyone else; she is seeking revenge for a wrong done to
her and helping Sir Toby becomes a fringe benefit. She uses this moment to assert her
intelligence in front of her male companions. Through her efforts to control the men in her life,
she is straying from traditional female behavior. Her revenge plot also demonstrates her need to
prove her independence, with her determinedly telling Sir Toby “I know I can do it”
(Shakespeare 2.3.133). She alone is the only one intelligent, and sober, enough to outwit the
house’s steward. Her complicated plot proves just how observant she is; she manipulates every
one of Malvolio’s vices, leaving the drunkards astounded at her success. After Malvolio finds the
forged letter and falls for the trap, Sir Toby describes Maria as the “most excellent / devil of wit”
(2.5. 200-1). Toby’s acknowledgement of Maria’s intelligence would seem like an
encouragement of her behavior, but he takes advantage of her intelligence. She allows this to
happen because she supposedly loves Sir Toby and ultimately wants to be with him. After all, it
is what is expected of a woman: a good marriage to a man with money. It is a relationship that
should be completely expected in an Elizabethan comedy. Yet Maria’s ending is far from happy.
Where Viola and Olivia are willing to explore desires and that stray beyond normative behavior,
Maria adheres wholeheartedly to not only heteronormative behavior, but also a submissive role.
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Maria’s representation of a traditional female heteronormativity illustrates the play’s
exploration of the relationship between gender and sexuality. Her adherence and dedication to
heteronormative behavior reflects traditional perspectives of binary gender and sexual identities,
which limits Maria’s growth as a character. She restricts herself to conventional ideology about
identity, and thus Shakespeare chooses not to give her a happy ending. Once she releases her
control, Maria ceases to be relevant to the plot and all but disappears. Malcolmson further argues
“the fear of the independent woman in Twelfth Night and the celebration of a romantic love” urge
characters to choose to be dependent on another person (Malcolmson 44). Her value is tied
irrevocably to Sir Toby, and to Sir Andrew to a lesser extent. By the end of the play, Maria and
Malvolio find themselves in similar positions. Both have been scorned by their mistress,
humiliated by the other household members, and left broken hearted by the focus of their
affection. Her independent façade quickly fades as she slowly is pushed farther into the scenery.
Because she is so reliant on her traditional femininity, she ceases to be useful. There is nothing
that makes her distinctive, especially in comparison to the complex sexual nature of both Olivia
and Viola. Therefore, Maria’s revenge against Malvolio must fail because she fails. She does not
change or grow as a character. She does not learn anything new about herself. She does not
ultimately defy expectations. Maria is not just presenting as heteronormative but also gender
normative as well. She believes her heteronormativity and gender normativity are inherently
linked as illustrated through her ultimate reliance on Sir Toby. After the plot against Malvolio is
revealed to the rest of the characters, Fabian tells Olivia that “Maria writ / The Letter, at Sir
Toby’s great importance, / In recompense whereof he hath married her” (5.1.357-358). As with
Toby, Andrew, and Malvolio, Maria’s failings are a consequence of her single-minded desires
for a traditional relationship. As a result of the failures of heteronormative characters, it is clear
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the play is favoring those who defy expectations. Olivia and Viola’s fluidity allows them to more
easily maneuver the complicated entanglements of the play. Orsino, Sebastian, and Antonio are
also able to navigate the complex relationships because of their willingness to stray from
normative traditions regarding binary relationships.
Shakespeare’s treatment of gender and sexuality as separate but equal parts of identity
allows him to explore their effects on his characters. The play allows for not only the discovery,
but also the acceptance, of these character’s distinctive identities. Viola, Olivia, and Orsino are
giving the space to express their desires more overtly without being punished for it, while
Antonio and Sebastian represent a more subtle approach to such exploration. Carol Thomas
Neely further explores how love and gender are presented in the play. She argues that, “in
Twelfth Night, eroticism and gender are detached, destabilizing gender formation and releasing
ungendered desires” (Neely 276). The use of the phrase “ungendered” here suggests that desires
can be described in terms of gender, but that this descriptor is not always necessary or accurate.
The traditional notion that men must have masculine desires and women must have feminine
desires is disregarded by Twelfth Night. This play essentially fights against that claim, with men
desiring emotionally intimate relationships, while women are aggressively pursuing more carnal
relationships. This inversion of “gendered desires” creates an instability within gender binaries
that also impacts the expectations of heteronormative gender roles. As a result, the play also
resists the traditional expectations of masculine and feminine roles in relationships. This struggle
is further impacted by the play’s approach to sexuality and its disassociation from gender
identity. Sedgwick explains that “normative assumption that ‘the biological sex of your preferred
partner’ will be the opposite of one’s own” is limiting in so many ways (Sedgwick 542). Not
only does it limit the ways a character can identify themselves internally, but it limits that way
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individuals can express their identity to others. As seen with Viola, she has no words to describe
her androgynous or nonbinary nature. She cannot express her feelings towards Orsino because of
societal expectations of masculinity. Because of the “normative assumption” that a man needs to
feel attracted to a woman, Viola cannot act on her desires. As a result, her situation continues to
become more and more complicated. Shakespeare’s exploration of Viola’s internal conflict
embodies the perennial problem with trying to label individuals. Likewise, Antonio, Orsino, and
Olivia struggle to recognize their own feelings as they lack the vocabulary needed to describe
such desires. The play’s comedic and convoluted plot stems from the inability of these characters
to understand themselves and their distinctive identities. Sedgwick writes that, “with or without
that heterosexist assumption” noted above, “what’s striking is the number and difference of the
dimensions that ‘sexual identity’ is supposed to organize into a seamless and univocal whole”
(Sedgwick 542). This list of labels Sedgwick discusses is meant to help individuals express their
identities to others. Yet, as Sedgwick notes, these labels need to express so many differences in
so few words. This concept is further complicated when sexual desires and gender identities
become malleable or fluid. However, this detachment between gender and sexuality complicates
an already complex issue. Yet it also allows individuals like Viola or Sebastian the freedom to
explore their identities without the limitations that come with gender and sexuality being
inherently tied together. This disassociation allows Shakespeare to investigate gender and
sexuality in a more exploratory way throughout the text. His exploration of fluid identities and
unstable sexualities not only creates comedic misunderstandings and an entertaining love
triangle, but it also gives the characters a depth they may have been lacking had Shakespeare
adhered to a more heteronormative approach. Shakespeare’s exploration of gender and sexuality
in Twelfth Night embodies the ongoing evolution of identity. By detaching these elements from
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each other, Shakespeare was able to develop characters that are entertaining but also open and
honest about their desires and confusion. The characters that are exploring their newfound sexual
or gender identities are portrayed as vulnerable and emotional, but also confident and successful.
These characters are treated with a respect and understanding not often found even in today’s
representation. As a result, Twelfth Night throws into relief that sexuality cannot be determined
solely by gender, and inversely, and that these two things are not irrevocably tied together.
Although a complementary relationship can exist between them, these separate entities do not
have to be linked in order to be understood or accepted.
In light of the contemporary evolution of perspectives on gender identity and the
vocabulary used to describe sexuality, Twelfth Night, or What You Will can seem a strikingly
current play. With Twelfth Night, though, the recent strides made in gender and sexuality studies
could be said to have illuminated aspects of the play that were already there; such theoretical
advancements have simply given scholars a better, more sophisticated framework to consider the
play’s complex achievement. Through the juxtaposition of sexuality with gender, Shakespeare
explores the fluidity of both gender and sexuality. Twelfth Night represents the complicated
dynamic of these two elements and illustrates the need to discuss them as two separate entities.
Sexuality and gender identity are not inherently linked, and as such should not be limited to
binary pairings. The conversation about gender, sexuality, and their relationship is constantly
evolving. Yet it is still difficult to find equal representation in media. That a play from the early
1600s is more representative of inclusive gender identity and fluid sexuality than many modern
works is remarkable, but perhaps also troubling.
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